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It's the most worrisome forecast yet for the water supply of the desert Southwest. Scientists at 
a prestigious institution say a crisis is coming unless there are major policy changes. 

There have been gloomy forecasts before, but this is the bleakest yet if you love Lake Powell or 
if you care about water for big cities to our south and west. 

Government experts are skeptical about the specifics of the forecast, but they agree there's 
plenty to worry about. 

Even after eight years of drought, Lake Powell and Lake Mead remain about half full. But the 
surpluses may not last, according to a study by the Scripps Institution of Oceanography. Tim 
Barnett with the Scripps Institution of Oceanography, says, "If nothing change, the probability 
that the two lakes will go dry is about 50 percent within 13 to 15 years." 

In less than 10 years, water might be too low to generate electricity at the Glen Canyon Dam and 
Hoover Dam. 

More worrisome is the study's conclusion that the Colorado River, which feeds the two 
reservoirs, is no longer a reliable source of water for growing desert cities. "Well, 50-50 odds 
and 30 million people hanging in the balance," Barnett says. 

Government experts say other studies have used different assumptions and models of climate 
change. Executive Director of the Upper Colorado River Commission Don Ostler says, "Well, I 
think the Bureau of Reclamation has modeled the Colorado River out for 60 or 70 years, at least, 
and is not seeing Lake Powell or Lake Mead go dry." 

Barnett says, "If you want to leave your head in the sand and don't see the truck coming, that's 
fine with me. That's your business." 

In fact, government experts agree a potential crisis is looming, even if they disagree with the 
study's data. Ostler says, "The worry is on target." 

The seven states on the Colorado River recently adopted a long-range agreement to manage 



shortages and to conserve water during droughts. "The plan includes a very aggressive effort 
to augment the supply of the Colorado River with other water sources," says Ostler. 

Both sides acknowledge the river's annual average flow was incorrectly estimated almost a 
century ago. That led to overdependence on surpluses that may not exist in the future. Barnett 
says, "So if somebody wants to build a 5,000- or 10,000-unit housing development, somebody 
has to ask them, ‘Where is the water going to come from? And is this a sustainable operation?' 
To my knowledge, those questions are not being asked by the decision makers at the city and 
county levels." 

The concern is so widely shared there's serious talk about desalting plants for seawater, and 
even pipelines from other rivers, possibly as far away as the Mississippi. If someone proposes 
that, you know there's a crisis. 


